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Forty vyears ago, W. Arthur Lewis wrote that festraints on
consumption have "bheen recognized as a virtue in all &ages and by
nearly all religions".! Lewis' interest in limits on consumption
derived from his belief that modern ideas, such az a desire fer
goods, are necessary for the development process. Although our
priorities are very different, and perheps guite the opposite,
religioué beliefs hold ocut the promise of aiding the strﬁggle To
set limits on consumption.

As Lewlis recognized, the ascetic impulse, whiclk is associated
with virtually all religions and is found in Judaism, Hinduism,
Buddhism, ancient Greek, Christisnity, Islam, Ce.tic, Persian,
Reman, and pre-Buddhist Japanese (Stintoism}), was dne of ways in
which the desire for goods could be dempened.’ Accerding to Lewis,

asceticism may be linked to reduced consumption in several wavs.
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First, high wvalue is placed on the ability to coentrol one's
desires, including food, sex, comfort and other satisfactions.
Sezond, pursuit of wordly occupations, and the benefits that

foillow, 1s thought te distract from the spirituel 1life znd is thu
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to be avoided. This was found in Judaism and early Christianity,
for instance.® Finally, in some cases the pursuit of worldly gain
was thought te¢ produced undesirable competition against fellow
hunans, which could be avoided by consuming as little as possible.

Although few people fully entered inte the ascetic lifestvle
and the regime of denial, and ever self-flagelletion, that it
required, the ascetic was a respected figure in many socleties. The
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figure of the renouncer, for example, is a potent one in tge Hindu -
context.® It is this respect accorded to the ascet.c which leads
the lay QopulatiOn to emulate such practises. In Lawis' opin;on,
the gréahést emulation by the laity was to be found in areas where
Hinduism and Buddhism held sWay.”

Ascetism zs an ldeal could have an impact on consumption in
another Qay as well. In particular, we have in mind Max Weber's
concept of the inner-wordly ascetic who seeks the accumulestion of
wealth not for the purpose of its enjoyvment, but purely as the
satisfactleon of a calling. Thus, inner-worldly ascaticism, which
for Weber was exemplified in Protestantism, leads tol a high
valuation of thrift and frugality.® It is striking that Mahatna
Gandhi, a great believer in simple living, had a mindset which
strongly  resembled that of the inner-worldy =zsceticism o of
Frotestants.’

Cther religions also peointed out the dangers ¢f attachment to
wealth, ealthough perhaps not in the ways Weber identified in
Frotestantism. In both Hindu anc Buddhist traditions, the
attachment to wealth was seen as an impediment to enlightenment. In

Mahayana Buddhism, the bodhisattva (the aspirant to PFuddhahcod) was

at Times portraved as a rich man who shared his material and
spiritual wealth with those around him.® However, as this example
also shows, the danger was not in the accumulation of wealth, but
ir attachment to itﬂ Thus, both Buddhism and Hirduism have nc

strictures against wealth. In fact, in Hinduism it is possible to
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pray for wealth and Hindu merchants strongly connect their religion

and their economic activities.®

In Islam as well the real rewards of wealth are gained through
acts of generosity. Wealth was not an end in itself, but & ﬁeans to
serve God. Indeed, according to the Koran, excessiva striying for
material possessions may bring ruin: "If any -de wish Eor the
transitory things of life we readily grant them--suca things as we
will to such persons s we will . ., . {but) . , . in the end we have
provided hell for them".®

By contrast, although the Talmud contains references to the
virtues of poverty, Judaism sees wzalth and the posse%sion of
material goods as a blessing and sign of divine apprcval. According

To one commnentator:; "Mainstream Judaisim saw man's material wel

D

ward frem Heaven, & ¢ift from the Deity, ani thersfore as
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something not intrinsically bad, but rather to 2e valued and
prized™. HNevertheless, ostentation and luxury were thought te be

undesirable.® In particular, Rabbis zand devout Jews have

traditicnally restrained consumption aznd followed relatively simple
lifestyles.-

—

In East Asia, the strongest opposition to materialism and

consunpticon 1is #¢ be found in Taoism, which emphasizes frugality

and veluntary simplicity. In its early days, Chriszianity toox a

'Rodney Wilson, Economics, Ethics and Relgion: Jewish,
Christian and Muslim Econcmic Thoughz {New York, 1¢97), p. 123.
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sirilar stance and articulated a radical critique of wealth and the
wealthy. fhe sayings of Jesus hémself reflect this hard attitude
towards riches and the spirituai dangers it poses. For instance:
"Watch out! Be on your guard agéinst all kinds of greed: a man's
life does not consist in the‘ apundance of his possessioﬁs“-
Similarlyf "No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate
the cne 3nd love the other, or he will be desvoted —¢ the one and
despise the other. You cannot serve both God and ioney".*® Early
Christians were also influenced by Stoicism and they taught & Steac
indifference to worldly things. An impcrtant outgrowth of these
views was the ides that the ezrth iz a "common treasury" given by
God %o all of humanity.

As Christiznity became more established, however, the attitude
towards wezlth softened, and the precblem became one of minimizing
at-achment to riches, much like Baddhizt and H:ndu atsitudes
ciscussed earliler. Nevertheless, thrift and the nez2d to minimize
material pleasures continues to play a peri in Christian tesachings
to our day. This is reflected in the =even deadly sins, ¢ which
two are avarice and gluttony.’

Given the hostility of religious teachings to naeterizlism and
cverconsumption, how are we te recconcile the continuaed existence of
ligion with growing consumerisa i the world today? In
varticular, accerding to Robert Wuthnow, consumption has invaded
the whole of our existence:

in industrial society the averags worker came aqgainst tThe
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leading edge of material expansion primarily in the
workplace itself--as a producer. The rawest elfects. of
the material realm could thus be cordonec off by
protecting the home, by keeping women and children out of
the labor market, by limiting the werk week, by creating
parks, and be encouraging people to have family devotions
in the evening or to attend church and Sunday school, on
weekends. In postindustrial society the meaning ' of
materialism has moved decidedly frem production  to
consumption. . . Consumption cannot be bracketed;so
easily by the simple arrangement of places or schedules,
especially when mass media penetrates private life and
public life alike.**

The resulf in the United States, ‘according to Wuthnow, has been the
retreat of religion inte a shrinking sphere of the oerscnal life,
and often even of the mind, as material goods have taken over more
end more space, poth public and private. In his words: "It may be
very difficult for us to draw this cistinctieon in our behaviour--
for insténce, by finding some time, place, or activity that is
‘rezlly me' and uncontanmirated by material goods--30 we draw the
distinction in our minds”. This noticon strikingly parellels Jurgen
Eabermas' notion c¢f the system cclonizing the life-world.?® Thus,
rather than constructing an oppostion to consumerisnr, religion has

been ancther one of its viotims.
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